Theoretical framework: women's rights issues in the accession process
When discussing the issues of EU enlargement and EU relations with applicant states, researchers often refer to the theoretical school that focused on Europeanization. (Cowles, Caporaso, Risse, 2001 ). Although
Europeanizaton is hard to define, while analyzing transformation processes taking place in Central and Eastern Europe, scholars emphasize a whole range of issues that fall within this term, including, inter alia, setting up and managing democratic institutions, division of competences at the European and national level, projecting European model of governance to non-European venues (Olsen, 2002) . As Othon Anastasakis puts it, "Political conditionality is a strategy with both a substantive and an operational dimension, referring, on the one hand, to the message and the designated political criteria and, on the other, to the way the instrument is operated through deadlines, thresholds, and the practice of pressure from abroad. Both dimensions are particularly important and can affect the outcome of political transformation in a given situation" (Anastasakis, 2008: 367) .
Europeanization normally operates on several levels. Thus, Geoffrey Pridham points out four groups of factors which are necessary to examine EU impact on domestic policies within applicant states. Among these groups of factors are a) historical, motivational and cultural factors; b) the factor of governance that comprises policy-oriented and institutional dimensions (adoption of the acquis). On this level a number of problems might arise when applicant states consider particular policies too expensive (environmental policy, for example) or when applicant states demonstrate poor performance in general in some issue-areas (such as minority rights); c) the political arena (with the media playing an important role at this level), which presupposes examination of positions of political parties towards EU integration and the influence of policy-makers on public opinion; d) the socioeconomic level: the ability of the economy to adjust to the acquis (Pridham, 2001) .
A question can be raised as to why women's rights issues and gender equality become an indispensable part of EU conditionality policy towards the applicant states. We believe this decision corresponds to the general self-image of the European Union as a promoter and defender of human rights and the rule of law. As E.Weiner emphasizes, out of more than eighty thousand pages that form the core of acquis communautaire and are necessary for adoption in the candidate states, provisions on women's rights issues are relatively short. However, in the whole package of legal provisions they form a central part since they are closely linked to fundamental values that the EU is built upon (Weiner, 2009: 212 and men alike to participate and be represented equally in the economy, in decision-making, and in social, cultural and civil life" (Weiner, 2009: 213) .
1 The European Commission also believes that gender equality is closely connected to the EU's aspirations to achieve economic growth and competitiveness (Equality between Women and Men…, 2006) . Thus, both political and economic reasons are given to justify the incorporation of gender issues into the accession process.
In the process of integrating Central and Eastern European states into the EU the questions of gender equality played a prominent role. If the situation of women in some states (Slovenia, Poland, Czech Republic) was assessed as satisfactory, some states (Lithuania, Latvia, Hungary) were criticized for gender discrimination, low levels of women's participation in politics, the so-called "glass ceiling", low involvement of women in economic processes, lack of necessary training programs for women (Silovic, 2000) . Therefore, addressing the abovementioned problems becomes a very important part for the EU in its enlargement strategy.
Western Balkan states faced similar problems as the CEE states. However, a significant hurdle for the region was political instability due to the complexities of the post-conflict reconstruction, 
Complex measures are necessary to integrate women with disabilities (European Commission
Progress Report, 2013).
Legislative and institutional reforms
Despite the fact that the socio-economic and political situation in Serbia was difficult in the early 1990s, and women's rights issues were often ignored by the government, non-governmental organizations sought to ensure that these issues were addressed (Ignjatovic, Boscovic, 2013: 428) .
Serbian NGOs addressed several important issues:
for instance, trafficking (a widespread problem in the region). 
Conclusion
On the first and second levels, identified by 
